Introduction
Women's political agency is not a recent phenomenon in Ireland. As a decade of historical commemorations on the island gets underway, we are reminded of the efforts of women's rights campaigners during that time. 'For men and women equally the rights of citizenship; from men and women equally the duties of citizenship' declared Isabella Tod, unionist and feminist, in 1875. Tod's words were an inspiration and a guiding principle for feminist activists in Ireland in the late 19 th and early 20 th centuries. The power of female collective agency at that time brought about votes for women. Tod and her compatriots believed that this fundamental citizenship right would enable women take their rightful place alongside men in public affairs. A century on, the quest for formal and substantive gender equality continues.
Politics and Gender on the Island of Ireland: The Quest for
Political Agency brings together a collection of articles concerned with uncovering the marginalised experiences of women in modern politics on the island of Ireland and details recent efforts to challenge the masculinised status quo. The term 'political agency' refers to the extent to which women feel enabled to make claims upon democratic politics, the state and political institutions and in doing so, shape political outcomes. There are a number of sites in which women as institutional and extra-institutional actors today search for greater recognition of their claims to representation, equality and human rights, notably political parties, parliament, executives, courts and civil society.
In exploring the relationship between women, the state and democratic politics on the island of Ireland today, 'gender' is treated as a category of analysis and a process of change. Understanding (Beckwith, 2005: 132) . In other words, female political agency, through the activities of politicians, civil society and feminist actors, can work to establish practices and rules that recast and re-inscribe the gendered foundations of democratic politics, political institutions, and the state. Exploring the potential, and limitations, of modern female political agency on the island of Ireland is the focus of this issue.
The quest for political agency: an overview
The electoral system is at the heart of any democracy, and the issue leads with a close feminist analysis McGing's study is complemented by that of Fiona Buckley (2013) women's civil society, as a measure against which she reviews party manifesto promises to women since 1998. Returning to the four criteria, she finds that gender justice is a variable component of party politics -those parties that rank high on recognition also do best on inclusion of women, along with 
